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        Trouble Hidden Deep Below

      

      

      
        
        Penelope faces a long day wrangling reporters for Media Day. One of the hazards of Sweeps Week.

      

        

      
        Hannah wants a big story she suspects the network wants to hide.

      

        

      
        Sparks fly as soon as they meet.

      

        

      
        But a bigger surprise awaits with the most secretive of folk.

      

        

      
        Can they uncover the truth before it’s too late, for everyone?
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      For my fellow escapees from the IT Dungeons.

      

      And those who toil there still.
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      Not for the first time, Penelope wondered why certain rooms at the Ethereal Entertainment recording and broadcasting complex only seemed to look good for visitors.

      Several long tables took up most of her classroom, and this morning they gleamed like the finest solid oak. Rather than a mix of cheap paper cups that barely lasted until the first break and whatever EE employees brought in for themselves scattered over a dinged and dented surface of unknown origin, each place had its own mirror-reflective metallic mug.

      Rounded pitchers made of the same material waited between the mugs, glittering with condensation from the icy contents.

      Someone had even set each beverage-related item on an appropriately sized coaster to keep stray droplets from marring the table’s perfect finish. Each emblazoned with the various versions of the network’s swirly, sparkly logo, of course, with an equally spelled “Welcome to Sweeps Week Media Day!” across the bottom.

      Penelope ordinarily wasn’t much for in-your-face marketing hype, but even she had to admit the way the logo and letters shifted through colors, shapes, and textures was impressive.

      After years of greeting Sweeps Week’s news media visitors in the always fancy public conference room, she doubted many folks would be without some kind of pre-authorized electronic device for note taking. But EE had still sprung for good-sized notebooks with each news organization representative’s name and animated logo similarly magicked onto the pebbled, near-leather surface.

      Between that and the EndlessInk pens beside them, designed to dispense whatever ink color the wielder wished, at least the reporter-types would have nice, long-lasting souvenirs.

      The rest of the room had been spiffed up as well.

      No trace of the usual slightly worn edges on chairs or worn spots in the sapphire-blue carpet where countless feet had scuffed over the years. The overhead lights shone bright but mellow, without a trace of harsh glare or unidentified bits of debris gathered in the corners.

      Not even a cobweb—authorized for the recent Halloween-themed takeover or not—had survived the deep clean.

      The classroom had even lost the universal aroma of those forced to endure yet another round of mandatory training on inter-species cooperation, managing magical partnerships, or respecting various food choices while being respectful with your own without fighting about it.

      Overcooked coffee, stale baked goods, and too-much-early-morning-scent applied to different types of bodies had been replaced by carefully neutral fresh air with a stimulating trace of lemony pine. Carefully balanced to remain non-offensive to both human and non olfactory abilities, of course.

      “Oh, to be as treasured as a gossipy newshound doing their best to pry into where they’re not welcome,” she said under her breath as she headed toward the hot beverage station in the back. “And too often where they’re not safe.”

      She wasn’t surprised the all-important spot had also gotten its own glow-up.

      Smudged and outdated carafes were banished in favor of pristine new models, with tops that looked like they’d actually keep the contents hot. Funny how management dismissed her repeated requests for upgraded equipment for lowly employees with a flippant reply about finding someone to magic them airtight, then turned around and shelled out for guests.

      The overworked and underpowered percolators that grudgingly produced sludge vaguely resembling coffee had likewise disappeared. A silvery placard above the carafes encouraged reaching out to EE’s award-winning catering staff for fresh coffee, tea, and other liquid refreshment, with a promise of discretion for the more unusual requests.

      In other words, blood, ichor, and various elixirs available, judgement-free. An enticing hint that this newly luxurious arrangement might actually last longer than a day or two.

      And with the great advantage of keeping the full range of EE employees and their more exotic needs hidden from professionally prying eyes.

      Penelope treated herself to a generous pour of coffee the correct color, thickness, and blessedly fresh aroma. After a quick glance behind her to make sure none of her charges had wandered in, she slipped a fist-sized copper flask out of her jacket pocket.

      With this kind of heavenly brew, she didn’t exactly need the splash of stimulant-spelled nectar to get through even such a busy, stressful day. But she’d always been a believer in a pre-emptive reward when the task ahead was especially onerous.

      Anyway, her pure faery cousins who procured the stuff for her had brought along extra last time they met for a proper midnight dance, matchmaking, and enchantment circle. She hated for any of it to sit long enough to lose its potency.

      A babble of conversation behind her made her glad she’d already indulged in the first earthy, fruity, tongue-and-mind-tingly sip.

      Penelope turned to see a group of people spill through the big double doors—also rather nicely oak-looking for the occasion. They were dressed in the typical fashion of human entertainment-minded newsfolk on a quest for information.

      Dark pants and shoes, jackets either matching or a shade lighter. Button-up shirts in primary colors, but not a tie or pair of high heels in sight. Heavy winter coats against the unusually cold and dreary November morning already stashed on the way in. Hair neatly arranged but nowhere near the overly sculpted look so common on most television networks these days.

      A carefully careless style that was meant to imply they were ordinary people who’d never cause trouble for their hosts under any circumstances. But if you did happen to feel like telling someone a big, juicy secret, you could trust them.

      Same as it ever was for the big media tours ahead of the spring and fall Sweeps Weeks in all the years Penelope had been employed as a trainer for UAEE.

      After a few embarrassing missteps, she’d finally mastered the knack of dressing to fit in, while standing out enough to remain in charge at the same time.

      Her pantsuit was a striking violet, and she’d adjusted her eyes to match, along with leaving her mass of auburn curls loose and free past her shoulders. Her shoes appeared casual as well since they’d be doing an intense amount of walking. But the comfortable lifts concealed inside and another of her cousin’s charms gave her a far more impressive appearance than her dainty frame could account for.

      With just the perfect touch of disinterest in any kind of interactions beyond what the job required. No hitting on teacher hoping for a story, and not even a chance of a friendly drink later to try to coax information with alcohol. She’d heard too many tales of unwise EE employees and even show hosts falling for those not-so-clever tricks.

      Yes, she’d be as gracious and informative and helpful as she could possibly manage, on her terms, as long as the visitors were well-behaved.

      If not, they’d be given every reason to watch out for her reaction. Magical or otherwise.

      So she was more free than usual to let it fly.

      “Good morning, everyone.” She walked slowly toward the front of the room, giving them time to get settled in and give her their undivided attention. “I’m Penelope Spearstrom, and I’m delighted to welcome you to the annual November Sweeps Week Press Day. We’ve got a lot to cover before we can get going on our tour, so unless you have any urgent questions, let’s get started.”

      She turned, expecting a dozen pairs of attentive, cooperative eyes, attached to media-scoop-hungry people early-morning-eager to get on her good side so the rest of the day would go well.

      After the day’s first snack and beverage break—sure to be most impressive for this bunch—would be soon enough to start causing trouble.

      But one pair of eyes stared back way too observant and intelligent for Penelope’s liking.

      She didn’t remember the woman from previous Sweeps Week orientations, and this one would have stood out. Even wearing the typical don’t-notice-me press uniform and sitting down, she had to be at least six feet tall.

      And even aside from gorgeous dark skin, a mane of jet-black curls to rival her own, and green eyes so brilliant they almost seemed electric, there was something unusually vivid about this woman. She seemed more present somehow, more there than the other reporters.

      Maybe it was the simple fact that she was paying a lot more attention than anyone else, but Penelope didn’t think so.

      She might not be the only one in the room who wasn’t entirely human after all.

      Either way, despite years of experience and expectations of a dreary slog of a day, a pleasant tingle of anticipation and excitement managed to light up all of Penelope’s nerves.

      All at once, the kind of challenge she was supposed to be heading off before it could get started felt like a grand idea.

      She glanced at the logo on the woman’s media badge, then down at the display on her oversized tablet, which obligingly adjusted itself to her needs.

      The latest technology plus UAEE’s best magic made a hell of a combination.

      Let the games begin.
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      Hannah watched their network nanny gazing smugly out at the room, resisting the urge to scratch the table’s shiny surface with her fingernail. She wouldn’t have been surprised if Ethereal Entertainment had shelled out that much for a room meant to throw her and her fellow news hounds off the scent.

      But one of the main reasons she was there was her suspicion that all was not as it seemed inside the rather secretive walls of UAEE.

      From the spectacular expanse of gray marble floor in the lobby, bisected with a rich burgundy carpet to keep the day’s chill drizzle at bay, to the pristine white marble hallways decorated with unusually lifelike portraits of the network’s stars, the public side of the operation seemed a little too well-run and perfect.

      Hannah had heard whispers of a bit more chaos behind the scenes.

      Sure, any big network was going to have its difficulties. Troublesome employees shuffled out of sight. Equipment that didn’t quite live up to safety or operational standards. Procedures that would raise eyebrows out in the non-media world.

      The procurement department’s list of purchase orders at EE would surely cause multiple cases of the vapors if a mundane HR department or regulatory agency got a look.

      But the rather quiet word on the street was that UAEE’s internal closets were teeming with more than skeletons that needed to see the light of day. Most would probably amount to a bit of silly
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